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BARD COLLEGE CONSERVATORY OF MUSIC

presents

Bard College Conservatory Orchestra
Thomas Wilkins, guest conductor

James Lee III (b. 1975)
Sukkot Through Orion’s Nebula (2011)

Frederick Delius (1862–1934)
“The Walk to the Paradise Garden,” for orchestra
 (from A Village Romeo and Juliet)

Intermission

Gustav Holst (1874–1934)
The Planets, suite for large orchestra, Op. 32, H. 125

I. “Mars, the Bringer of War”
II. “Venus, the Bringer of Peace”
III. “Mercury, the Winged Messenger”
IV. “Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity
V. “Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age”
VI. “Uranus, the Magician”
VII. “Neptune, the Mystic”



Thomas Wilkins is music director of the Omaha Symphony, a position he 
has held since 2005. Additionally, he is principal conductor of the Hollywood 
Bowl Orchestra, the Boston Symphony’s artistic advisor for education and 
community engagement, and holds Indiana University’s Henry A. Upper Chair 
of Orchestral Conducting. Past positions have included resident conductor 
of the Detroit Symphony and Florida Orchestra (Tampa Bay), and associate 
conductor of the Richmond Symphony. He also has served on the music 
faculties of North Park University (Chicago), the University of Tennessee in 
Chattanooga, and Virginia Commonwealth University in Richmond.

Devoted to promoting a lifelong enthusiasm for music, Wilkins, who brings 
energy and commitment to audiences of all ages, is hailed as a master at 
communicating and connecting with listeners. Following his highly success-
ful first season with the Boston Symphony, the Boston Globe named him 
among the “Best People and Ideas of 2011” and, in 2014, Wilkins received 
the prestigious Outstanding Artist award at the Nebraska Governor’s Arts 
Awards for his significant contribution to music in the state. In 2018, he re-
ceived the Leonard Bernstein Lifetime Achievement Award for the Elevation 
of Music in Society conferred by the Longy School of Music of Bard College 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts. And in 2019, the Virginia Symphony bestowed 
Wilkins with its annual Dreamer Award.

During his conducting career, Wilkins has led orchestras throughout the 
United States, including the New York Philharmonic, Chicago Symphony, Los 
Angeles Philharmonic, Cincinnati Symphony, and National Symphony. Addi-
tionally, he has guest conducted the Philadelphia and Cleveland Orchestras, 
the symphonies of Atlanta, Dallas, Houston, Baltimore, San Diego, and Utah, 
and the Buffalo and Rochester Philharmonics, as well as at the Grant Park 
Music Festival in Chicago.

His commitment to community has been demonstrated by his participation 
on several boards of directors, including the Greater Omaha Chamber of 
Commerce, Charles Drew Health Center (Omaha), Center Against Spouse 
Abuse in Tampa Bay, and Museum of Fine Arts as well as the Academy Pre-
paratory Center, both in St. Petersburg, Florida. He serves as chairman of the 
board for the Raymond James Charitable Endowment Fund and as national 
ambassador for the nonprofit World Pediatric Project headquartered in Rich-
mond, Virginia, which provides children throughout Central America and the 
Caribbean with critical surgical and diagnostic care.

A native of Norfolk, Virginia, Wilkins is a graduate of the Shenandoah Conser-
vatory in Virginia and the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston. He 
and his wife, Sheri-Lee, are the proud parents of twin daughters, Erica and 
Nicole.



Notes on the Program

Sukkot Through Orion’s Nebula (2011)
James Lee III (b. St. Joseph, Michigan, 1975)

It is difficult to imagine a religious observance of any kind, whether today or 
in the past, without music playing an essential role. Chanting, singing, and 
playing instruments can elevate the expression of faith to a level that words 
cannot reach. And just as there is religious music, there is astronomical (or 
astrological) music. Writers in antiquity and the Middle Ages extensively 
speculated about the “music of the spheres,” and modern composers have 
written works about celestial objects, such as Gustav Holst’s The Planets or 
more recently, Orion (2002) by Kaija Saariaho. In the present work, American 
composer James Lee III (who studied with Saariaho at Tanglewood) com-
bines the two visions of heaven, the spiritual and the physical, juxtaposing 
the tents of Sukkot, the Jewish feast of the Tabernacles, with the starry can-
opy above us, and the Orion Nebula—that famous cloud of interstellar gases 
and dust in the Milky Way—in particular.

Among contemporary American composers of his generation, Lee is distin-
guished by a particularly strong commitment to sacred music. In his rapidly 
growing catalogue, we find choral works with titles like Listen, Ye People of 
God; Psalm 61; and Alleluia. The present work shows that for Lee, the sacred 
inspiration extends to works without text as well.

In contemporary Jewish observance, the eight days of Sukkot are marked 
by joyful family or communal meals in sukkot (tents especially built for the 
holiday), with roofs decorated with different kinds of fruit and green leaves. 
But in ancient Israel, it was a solemn festival where sacrifices were offered 
at the temple in Jerusalem, with pilgrims from all over the country (who built 
tents) in attendance. We may read about the holiday in the Bible. Leviticus 
records how it was first instituted in ancient times; Ezra and Nehemiah 
relate how it was revived following the return of the Jews from their Babylo-
nian exile.

It is this grandiose, public aspect of Sukkot that is evoked at the beginning of 
Lee’s piece, with powerful drum strokes and brass fanfares. The exuberance 
of this opening contrasts with a quieter middle section where we may hear 
the Orion Nebula, as it were, in the mysterious sounds of harp, celesta, and 
marimba against a delicate violin melody in the high register. The fast runs 
of two bass clarinets add a wonderful coloristic element, and an expressive 
oboe theme brings this part of the work to its climax. Then the opening fan-
fare returns to introduce the energetic concluding section.



Lee is on the faculty of Morgan State University in Baltimore. Sukkot Through 
Orion’s Nebula was commissioned through the Sphinx Commissioning Con-
sortium, including the Sphinx Organization, and the Detroit, Grand Rapids, 
Chautauqua, Akron, New World, Nashville, and Cincinnati Symphonies. The 
world premiere was given by the New World Symphony under Michael Tilson 
Thomas on October 15, 2011. 

“The Walk to the Paradise Garden”
from A Village Romeo and Juliet (1900–1)
Frederick Delius (Bradford, England, 1862 – Grez-sur-Loing, France, 1934)

You don’t have to be born into an aristocratic family in old Verona to be 
caught in a fatal conflict between passionate love and a vicious family feud. 
It can happen anywhere any time, as it did in a small village in Switzerland at 
the beginning of the 19th century. The newspapers of the day reported the 
tragic death by drowning of a young couple whose fathers had been archen-
emies and had completely ruined themselves in the course of their long and 
senseless battle. Switzerland’s great literary classic, Gottfried Keller (1819–
1890), was inspired by this true story to write what would become one of 
his best-known works, the short novel Romeo und Julia auf dem Dorfe (“A 
Village Romeo and Juliet”). Keller’s young heroes, Sali and Vrenchen, see no 
future for their love, and after a single day of happiness, they decide to end 
their lives together.

Keller, who was also an eminent poet, represented a trend known as “poetic 
realism” in German literature. The people, the settings, the words, the ac-
tions are all familiar from everyday life, yet the writer’s lyrical commentaries 
elevate the story to a different realm. Keller uses powerful symbols (con-
trasting, for instance, life-sustaining land with the water that brings death 
to his protagonists) that give this story about ordinary peasants an almost 
cosmic resonance.

These qualities in Keller’s prose appealed to English composer Frederick 
Delius, who wrote an opera based on the novel. He himself fashioned the 
libretto, in collaboration with his German-born wife, Jelka. The Deliuses re-
tained the structure of the novel, which had six chapters, and created a “lyric 
drama in six scenes.”

“The Walk to the Paradise Garden” is an orchestral intermezzo between 
scenes 5 and 6 in the opera. The “Paradise Garden” visited by the young lov-
ers is by no means the heaven on earth its name might suggest. It is a rather 
dilapidated old country inn, situated in a garden run completely wild. This 
is the place where Sali and Vrenchen find their short moment of bliss, after 



being driven away from the country fair by jealous gossipmongers. 
They will dance for the last time to the music of the mysterious Dark Fiddler 
before drowning themselves in the river.

As befits such a sad tale, the intermezzo is sad music, with long, lyrical me-
lodic lines and sensuous harmonies, mostly in a slow tempo, with a single, 
more energetic passage shortly before the end that soon sinks back into the 
melancholy mood of the beginning.

The Planets
Suite for large orchestra, Op. 32, H. 125 (1914–16)
Gustav Holst (Cheltenham, England, 1874 – London, 1934)

At some point, someone had to come along and write a piece of music 
about the planets. As early as the 15th century, the Italian Neoplatonic phi-
losopher Marsilio Ficino devised music appropriate for each of the known 
planets to attract their salutary influences, and sang the music to his own 
accompaniment on the lira da braccio (a bowed string instrument). Unfor-
tunately, Ficino’s planetary songs have not come down to us. It wasn’t until 
the early 20th century that someone made the connection between music 
and the planets explicit in a major composition that we may actually listen 
to.

Forty-year-old Gustav Holst, who taught music at St. Paul’s Girls’ School in 
Hammersmith, near London, had a large number of works in his catalogue 
but had not yet achieved a breakthrough success. Aside from his long 
friendship with Ralph Vaughan Williams, which dated from their student 
days, Holst was a rather withdrawn man who suffered from poor health for 
most of his life. A neuritis in his hands had forced him to give up piano play-
ing while still a young man (for a few years, he was able to make his living 
playing the trombone). He had to dictate some of his music to two dedicat-
ed assistants, Nora Day and Vally Lasker. He spent most of his time directing 
student performing groups and composing music for them. More serious 
work had to wait for weekends and summer vacations.

Holst had a long-standing interest in astrology. The writer Clifford Bax 
reported that the composer was “a skilled reader of horoscopes.” Holst 
himself declared: “As a rule I only study things which suggest music to me. 
Recently the character of each planet suggested lots to me, and I have 
been studying astrology fairly closely.” His daughter Imogen, herself a noted 
composer, conductor, and writer, said in the book she devoted to her father: 
“For the first time in his life Holst had said what he wanted to say in a way in 
which only he could have said it.” 



The characters of the planets, and their influences on us, are sufficiently well 
defined in the astrological tradition. Each planet bears a distinct similarity to 
the Greco-Roman god whose name it shares, although Holst insisted that his 
music was inspired by the planets, not the deities.

The suite runs the gamut of moods from warlike to lyrical, whimsical, and 
mysterious. The seven movements cover all the planets in our solar system, 
except the earth. (Pluto, which was not discovered until 1930, obviously 
wasn’t included either, but it’s just as well since Pluto has been “demoted” 
from planet to a mere dwarf planet. Thus, the decision of British composer 
Colin Matthews, who in 2000 composed a Pluto movement to go with The 
Planets, may have been somewhat premature, although the world gained a 
beautiful new orchestral work in the process.)

The sequence of Holst’s movements does not follow the order of increasing 
distance from the sun; instead, Holst started with Mars, moved closer and 
closer to the sun, and then, jumping to Jupiter, farther and farther away from 
it. This sequence is actually the same as the order in which the music was 
written, except for Mercury, which was the last movement to be completed. 
In the course of the seven movements, we move from the more clear-cut 
emotions in “Mars,” “Venus,” “Mercury,” and “Jupiter” to the more ambiguous 
and mysterious ones of “Saturn,” “Uranus,” and “Neptune.”

***

I. “Mars, the Bringer of War” (Allegro) is a march in the asymmetrical meter 
of 5/4. As Sir Adrian Boult, the famous conductor, recalled, Holst had insisted 
that, of all the characteristics of the war, he most wanted to capture its “stu-
pidity.” (This movement was completed shortly before the outbreak of World 
War I.) The strings, the harps, and the timpani start with a brutal ostinato 
rhythm in 5/4, against which the winds play their menacing themes.

II. “Venus, the Bringer of Peace” is a lyrical Adagio with many prominent in-
strumental solos (horn, violin, oboe, celesta). It is hard to find more evocative 
words for this movement than Imogen Holst has done:

The calm notes of the solo horn rise through empty space, and the cool 
flutes sail down to meet them, blending with the glitter of the oboes and 
bringing the solace of contrary motion after so much parallel surging 
up and down. As they draw inwards the listener sighs with relief to hear 
them come to rest for a while in the safe anchorage of their minor triad. 
When the air stirs it is with the movement of quietly undulating crotch-
ets that change to and fro over repeated chords on flutes and horns 



and harps, while a low sustained pedal note stretches out to hold their 
vibrations.

III. “Mercury, the Winged Messenger” (Vivace) is the scherzo movement of 
the suite. The constantly changing orchestral colors, the brief motifs, and 
the many unexpected melodic and harmonic turns make this music a per-
fect illustration of the “mercurial” character.

IV. In “Jupiter, the Bringer of Jollity” (Allegro giocoso), Holst saw (according 
to Boult) “one of those jolly fat people who enjoy life.” This would appear 
to contradict Holst’s other statement according to which the movements 
represent planets, not gods (much less people); however, Jupiter is defi-
nitely a bright and benevolent planet according to the astrological tradition, 
and what Boult said about one of the themes is true of the movement as a 
whole: “it reflects the good humour of Jupiter, no more, no less.”

“Jupiter” is replete with memorable melodies; many of them are given to the 
brass instruments, in keeping with the majestic character of Jupiter (the 
largest of the planets, or the most powerful of the gods). In the middle of 
the movement, we suddenly hear a solemn hymn tune played by the strings 
(later published, with Holst’s acquiescence if not his wholehearted approval, 
as a song for chorus in unison with the words “I Vow to Thee, My Country”). 
Then the “jollier” Jupiter music returns.

V. “Saturn, the Bringer of Old Age” (Adagio), the darkest movement of the 
cycle, was Holst’s own favorite. The planet Saturn was thought to have a 
negative influence on humans: it was frequently associated with demons, 
and with the sadness and decline of old age. Like “Venus” after “Mars,” 
“Saturn” after “Jupiter” forms a complete contrast in mood. The immutable 
parallel chords at the beginning of the movement, played by flutes, bass 
flute, and harps, seem to express the inevitability of aging; the melody that 
gradually unfolds in the trombones is nothing if not gloomy and foreboding 
in character. The melody rises to a full fortissimo (with bells tolling), and 
then fades away as two solo double basses play it to the accompaniment 
of muted violins and the harmonics of the harps. The theme last appears in 
a pentatonic variation (that is, in a form playable on the piano’s black keys), 
bathed in the lush sonorities of the harps, flutes, horns, and a distant echo of 
the bells heard earlier. One feels the proximity in time of Ravel’s Daphnis et 
Chloé (1912).

VI. Once again, the mood changes drastically in “Uranus, the Magician” 
(Allegro). It is another scherzo movement, but unlike the volatile “Mercury,” 
“Uranus” evokes an evolution from the grotesque to the supernatural. The 



trumpets and trombones intone a stentorian, four-note motif (based on a 
segment of the whole-tone scale); this is developed by the bassoons into 
a lively movement whose rhythm and instrumentation recall Paul Dukas’s 
Sorcerer’s Apprentice (1897). Boult asserted, however, that Holst “had never 
heard Dukas’s work, or even seen the score, when he wrote ‘Uranus.’” The 
music reaches a tremendous climax, followed by sudden silence, and then, 
in Boult’s words: “Harps suggest the four-note figure, another scream from 
everybody follows, and this chord, reduced to nothing, changes colour sever-
al times as a magician might, and the four notes ppp bring us back to silence 
after six minutes of magical fun.”

VII. In “Neptune, the Mystic” (Andante), as Boult explained,

every instrument is directed to play pianissimo throughout, and the tone 
is to be “dead,” except for one moment near the end, when the clarinet 
plays a succession of notes [that] might almost be called a tune in this 
otherwise tuneless, expressionless, shapeless succession of cloudy har-
monies, suggesting as it does an infinite vision of timeless eternity. We 
spoke of the end but this is inaccurate, for if it is possible for a piece of 
music never to finish, this is what happens here. A slow, irregular swing 
between two distant chords fills nearly every bar of the 3+2 metre, and 
imperceptibly we become conscious that female voices have joined the 
orchestra. Soon the instruments gradually melt away, and the voices 
carry on with the two swaying chords, whose diminuendo is prolonged 
until we wonder whether we still hear them or only hold then in our 
memory, swinging backward and forward for all time.  [The chorus is 
optional and will be omitted in tonight's performance.]

—-Peter Laki, visiting associate professor of music, Bard College
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ABOUT FISHER CENTER AT BARD
The Fisher Center develops, produces, and presents performing arts across disciplines through 
new productions and context-rich programs that challenge and inspire. As a premier profes-
sional performing arts center and a hub for research and education, the Fisher Center sup-
ports artists, students, and audiences in the development and examination of artistic ideas, 
offering perspectives from the past and present, as well as visions of the future. The Fisher 
Center demonstrates Bard’s commitment to the performing arts as a cultural and educational 
necessity. Home is the Fisher Center for the Performing Arts, designed by Frank Gehry and lo-
cated on the campus of Bard College in New York’s Hudson Valley. The Fisher Center offers out-
standing programs to many communities, including the students and faculty of Bard College, 
and audiences in the Hudson Valley, New York City, across the country, and around the world. 
Building on a 161-year history as a competitive and innovative undergraduate institution, Bard 
is committed to enriching culture, public life, and democratic discourse by training tomorrow’s 
thought leaders.
 
The Center presents more than 200 world-class events and welcomes 50,000 visitors each 
year. The Fisher Center supports artists at all stages of their careers and employs more than 
300 professional artists annually. The Fisher Center is a powerful catalyst of art-making re-
gionally, nationally, and worldwide. Every year it produces 8 to 10 major new works in various 
disciplines. Over the past five years, its commissioned productions have been seen in more 
than 100 communities around the world. During the 2018-19 season, six Fisher Center produc-
tions toured nationally and internationally. In 2019 the Fisher Center won the Tony Award for 
Best Revival of a Musical for Daniel Fish’s production of Oklahoma! which began life in 2007 as 
an undergraduate production at Bard and was produced professionally in the Fisher Center’s 
SummerScape Festival in 2015 before transferring to New York City.

The Fisher Center is generously supported by Jeanne Donovan Fisher, the Martin and Toni Sos-
noff Foundation, the Advisory Boards of the Fisher Center at Bard and Bard Music Festival, and 
Fisher Center and Bard Music Festival members, as well as by the New York State Council on 
the Arts with the support of Governor Kathy Hochul and the New York State Legislature.  



HOLIDAYS AT
THE FISHER CENTER
—

The Orchestra Now Presents
Handel’s Messiah

Bard’s musical forces combine for a holiday-season classic 
in a performance of one of the most popular oratorios of all 
time. 

DECEMBER 11, 12 
Sosnoff Theater

—

Fisher Center LAB Presents
SITI COMPANY
A Radio Christmas Carol

A radio play created live onstage, inspired by the 1939 
Christmas Eve broadcast by Orson Welles.

DECEMBER 18, 19 
Sosnoff Theater

—
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